Introduction
Each year, many people transition into tertiary education with most students entering straight from secondary schooling. Students' first year experience (FYE) of university can impact on their ongoing education and career direction and in turn impact on the development of a profession such as occupational therapy. Research on the FYE at university provides information about students' academic and social experiences, and can assist in the improvement of educational outcomes. 1 Understanding FYE provides insight into student retention as it plays a key role in a student's decision to continue or leave university. 2 One third of first year Australian students consider leaving university or their course. 1, 3 Influencing factors include difficulties with travel, family commitments, paid work commitments, finding employment, fear of failure and physical health. 1 Student retention rates directly impact Federal Government funding Australian universities receive, placing increased pressure on universities to improve student retention rates; a challenge that is particularly complex at regional universities. 4 Regional universities are often smaller, geographically isolated and face additional costs in providing education services. 5 Low socioeconomic and Indigenous students are more likely to be from rural areas, 1 which are underrepresented groups within higher education 5 and a target group of regional universities. 6 The Australian Government higher education reform aims to increase the number of university students from low socio-economic communities. 5, 7 Therefore, students' FYE at regional universities is important, particularly as it can have workforce implications in regional and remote areas. 7 Challenges associated with recruitment and retention of occupational therapists in regional and remote Australia have long been recognised. [8] [9] [10] [11] Reasons occupational therapy graduates work in regional and remote locations include an interest in the type of position (not location); the diversity offered by the position; having previously lived or worked in a regional and remote area; and having friends and family in the regional and remote location. 12 Conversely, both personal and professional reasons have been posited for wanting to live in metropolitan areas including moving because of a partner; wanting to be closer to family; and accessing professional development, collegial support and supervision. 10 This study is based on an undergraduate occupational therapy course at an Australian regional university. A unique focus of this course is preparing students to work in Indigenous and regional and remote communities. The course is offered via internal and flexible delivery modes in which studies during first year can be completed mainly online with minimal on campus commitments. A curriculum review commenced in 2009 with the first year of the revised curriculum implemented in 2012.
A large amount of research exists on the FYE of university students; 1, 13 however, there is a lack of research specific to first year occupational therapy students in Australia. It is important to consider the FYE of occupational therapy students in light of its significance to student retention at university to assist in the development of an occupational therapy curriculum that supports regional and remote practice. The aim of this study was to explore factors influencing the FYE of occupational therapy students at a regional Australian university following the implementation of the revised curriculum. The three broad research questions were 1. What are the main factors influencing students to enrol in and continue studying occupational therapy?; 2. Which support services are most valued by occupational therapy students in promoting student retention in first year?; and 3. How do occupational therapy students rank the importance of first year subjects in supporting their learning?
Methods

Participants and procedure
Second year occupational therapy students were surveyed in February 2013. The survey was distributed to 58 students in class at the start of the second year core occupational therapy subject. Completion of the survey implied consent to participate in the study. The study was approved by the James Cook University Human Research Ethics Committee (approval number H4781).
Instrument
A reference group of occupational therapy academic staff (including the authors) devised a survey (Appendix S1) with several revisions of the survey undertaken within this group to improve clarity and ease of reading.
As the content of the survey was specific to the occupational therapy curriculum at this university, no existing survey was available for use. The survey collected information on demographics, factors influencing students' decisions to study and continue studying occupational therapy, reasons why students considered or did not consider leaving the course, supports which enhanced FYE, and perceived importance of the first year subjects to learning. 
Data analysis
Data were analysed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS; version 20; SPSS Inc, Chicago, IL, USA). Descriptive statistics were calculated and percentages used to explore variables. Inferential statistics (using Pearson χ 2 ; Spearman rho) were used to explore the main factors that influenced students' decisions to continue studying occupational therapy. Open ended responses to why students did or did not consider leaving the occupational therapy course were summarised and categorised. 14 The Remoteness Areas from the Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS) was used to convert hometown postcodes into remoteness areas.
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Results
Of the 58 second year occupational therapy students who were invited to participate, 54 (93.1%) completed the survey. Participants' demographic details are summarised in Table 1 .
Students identified the main factor influencing their decision to study occupational therapy as having a longterm intention of studying occupational therapy (Table  2) . Students also identified the main factor that enhanced their FYE of the course as being orientation week (36.7%) and the first year coordinator (36.7%; Table 3 ). Orientation week occurs the week prior to teaching commencing in semester one and two and involves both social and educational activities to assist in preparing students for university life. The first year coordinator is an academic occupational therapy staff member who provides support to first year students. Other factors identified were student mentors (second and third year occupational therapy students) who support new students during the first semester and a support service for students with a disability, injury, illness or health condition (Access Ability Services).
A quarter (25.9%) of students considered leaving the occupational therapy course during their first year. The most common reasons were home sickness, the perceived academic demands of the course and feeling overwhelmed. Students indicated 'I was homesick and stressed myself out'; '[it] was hard'; and '[I] don't enjoy being so far from home, friends and family'. Students who did not consider leaving the occupational therapy course (74.1%) predominantly identified course enjoyment as the main reason. Students reflected '[I] really enjoyed it and felt that this is the path I wish to take'; and '. . . enjoying the course and the two placements especially'.
The main factors that influenced students' decisions to continue studying occupational therapy were enjoying the learning and teaching experience (57.1%), the mid-year practice placement (24.5%), close relation- ships with fellow students (8.2%), the campus experience (4.1%) and the second semester community organisation practice placement (4.1%).
There was no correlation between the main influence to study occupational therapy and the main influence on the decision to continue studying occupational therapy. There was a significant relationship between having commenced or completed another tertiary course and the main decision to continue studying occupational therapy (Pearson χ 2 = 10.31; P = 0.035). No other significant correlations were found.
The most important subject to students' learning was the first semester core occupational therapy subject: an introduction to occupation and occupational therapy (ranked by 54.7% of students as the most important subject).
Discussion
This study explored factors influencing the FYE of occupational therapy students with particular focus on the support and learning experience and its effect on student retention. The key findings indicate that (i) the decision to stay in a course is independent from the initial reasons to enrol, and (ii) providing early support is necessary to promote student retention.
The finding that there was no correlation between the main factors that influence students to study occupational therapy and the main factors that influence their decision to continue studying occupational therapy suggests that deciding to continue a course appears to be a dynamic decision and is influenced by a number of factors. Perceived stress levels is a strong predictor of students' intention to withdraw, but not actual withdrawal rates; indicating healthy coping strategies might contribute to student retention rates. 16 Pre-admission grades and age have been shown to influence retention levels, showing that previous experience and acquired skills positively impact academic confidence. 17 Similarly, family and peer support have a positive contribution to student retention, whereas financial difficulties, personal pressures, poor placement experience and academic difficulties can influence a student to consider leaving. 18 Literature has identified associations between being from a low socio-economic background and being the first person in the family to attend university, which can result in a lack of social and cultural capital required to support informed decision making about university studies. 1 This suggests that no matter how motivated a student is to initially choose the occupational therapy course, efforts still need to be directed to support students to stay, particularly those from regional and remote areas.
While it is a concern that a quarter of students in this study reported that they considered leaving the course, this figure is lower than the national figure, which suggests that one in three students consider leaving their course. 3 The retention of regional university students, particularly those in health related courses, has significant implications for the broader community. Regional universities play a key role in attracting groups that are underrepresented in tertiary education, such as students who are from rural, remote or indigenous communities. 6 Providing education to individuals from these communities is seen as important in addressing inequities in health service provision and support the growth and retention of health professionals in regional, rural and remote communities. 19 Determining factors that support retention is therefore important from both a university and a community perspective.
Unfortunately, despite high stress levels and the need to provide support early, students are reluctant to seek support. 18 Key areas to focus efforts for student retention include enhancing mechanisms supporting students around financial, personal, clinical and academic pressures 18 and being learner centred. 20 Creating positive, autonomy-supportive learning environments in which to improve student satisfaction and success have been shown to improve first year student retention. 21 Virtual learning environments contribute to feelings of enhanced confidence, ownership and sense of control for students, therefore positively effecting retention rates. 22 Our findings highlight the need for early support. As such, student retention can be promoted through the implementation of support structures in the first few weeks of the course. Orientation week activities were perceived to enhance the FYE of occupational therapy students. As well as university-wide orientation activities, first year occupational therapy students are introduced to staff, student mentors and students in their cohort through a range of formal and informal gatherings. Receiving support, particularly from the first year coordinator, was also perceived to enhance the FYE. Literature also notes the importance of early engagement of students through orientation week educational and social activities 4 and the support from academic staff in the transition and retention of students into university. 23 Social factors influenced the FYE. Students reported being away from home and homesickness as factors influencing students' consideration in leaving. This finding is similar to Harrison's (2006) who reported a strong sense of homesickness and the inability to form strong social networks as motivators for students to leave their studies, particularly those who study a long distance from their hometown. 24 The study highlights the importance of social support, in addition to academic support, in promoting student retention.
The findings from this study indicate the importance of orientation programs for this cohort of first year students. Investing in strong orientations has been similarly identified as an effective retention strategy in the literature. For example, the provision of first year seminars focusing on academic life and academic and wellness skills supported retention in comparison with a matched cohort not receiving the seminars. 25, 26 Comprehensive orientation to online learning, along with wellspaced information and reminders, has also been found to improve retention for undergraduate students studying online. 27 Further research is needed to explore the specific academic and social supports required to assist in student retention. This research did not qualitatively examine the way in which specific strategies aimed at supporting students in their first year of study contributed to their overall lived experience. Such research would help in identifying and refining supports and strategies aimed at facilitating student retention, particularly among those students being identified as 'at risk' in the first weeks of enrolment; 1 particularly students from regional and remote backgrounds. Further research into matching appropriate strategies and supports with students' needs is warranted.
Limitations
This study did not include students who were not enrolled in the second year core occupational therapy subject, which could have led to response bias. It is likely that these students had not met the prerequisite (successfully completing all first year subjects to enrol in this subject) and thus might have had a different FYE. An attempt to recruit these students via email was made. No response was received.
Because of the small sample size, findings cannot be generalised to other disciplines within this or other universities. This article might inform further research within occupational therapy and other disciplines.
The cross-sectional survey design did not allow in-depth exploration of the FYE, which was not the intention of this study. Future research should incorporate a qualitative approach to explore students' experiences of supports and strategies, including specific aspects of orientation week and teaching and learning experiences which assisted in retention.
Conclusion
This research highlights the importance of the FYE at university in the retention of occupational therapy students. Factors that influenced retention point to the importance of engagement with both other students and staff through orientation activities to combat issues of homesickness, particularly from students from regional areas. Academic support to assist in management of workload is also important. Retention at a regional university has implications for the development of the health workforce in regional and rural communities. Understanding factors that influence students' decisions to enter and continue in the course can assist in identifying specific supports and strategies to improve student retention, thus assisting in addressing health inequities in regional Australia.
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